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Abstract 
This article examines protests E\³RUGLQDU\´SULVRQHUVin the Republic of Ireland, which 
began in the 1970s. Little historical research exists about organizations that represented 
³ordinary´ prisoners, such as the Prisoners Union, with most academic and popular attention 
focused on ³political´ prisoners. <HW³ordinary´ prisoners demonstrated they too had the 
capacity to organize. While protests took similar forms, the state adopted a markedly 
different approach when dealing with the two groups of prisoners. Despite appalling prison 
conditions, governments rejected the Prisoners Union claims to represent ³RUGLQDU\´
prisoners and resisted their demands for penal reform. In contrast, after more prolonged 
protests, and despite assertions that the paramilitary organizations to which ³SROLWLFDO´
prisoners belonged to outside posed an existential threat to the state, the government 
neutralized their protests by accepting their representation, improving their conditions and 
effectively recognizing them as a special category of prisoner.  
 
 
Introduction 
After a disturbance in Mountjoy Prison on the night of 18-19 May 1972, the Minister for 
Justice, 'HVPRQG2¶0DOOH\, declared that ³LWKDGQHYHUEHHQDFFHSWHGLQWKHKLVWRU\RIWKH
State, that there was any such thing as a political prisoner. The people who described 
WKHPVHOYHVDVVXFKZHUHHLWKHUFKDUJHGZLWKRUFRQYLFWHGRIRUGLQDU\FULPLQDORIIHQFHV´1 
Just over a year later, DIWHUDVHULHVRIGLVWXUEDQFHVE\³RUGLQDU\´SULVRQHUV led by the 
Prisoners Union, a new government declared that ³7KHUHLVQRSULVRQHUV¶XQLRQ´DQGthat it 
ZDV³QRWSUHSDUHGWRJLYHDQ\UHFRJQLWLRQWRDVPDOOJURXSRISULVRQHUVZKRDFWLQJLQ
concert in intimidating other prisoners, are attempting to disrupt the prison system´2 
Reflecting protest movements outside, Irish prisoners were organizing.3 Initially, 
governments rejected the demands of both ³RUGLQDU\´DQG³SROLWLFDO´SULVRQHUV.4 However, as 
the protests persisted, this response was to change.  
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 The movements for social, economic and political transformation which emerged in 
the 1960s and 1970s inspired the proliferation of pULVRQHUV¶rights organizations throughout 
the United States and Europe. The re-emergence of physical force movements demanding an 
end to British rule in Northern Ireland gave prisoner protest in the Republic of Ireland an 
added dimension. It led to a sharp increase in the number of politically aligned prisoners in 
the Republic of Ireland. Considering the reason for their imprisonment, it was almost 
inevitable that they ZRXOGUHMHFWWKHODEHORI³FULPLQDO´DQGDVVHUWWKHLUULJKWWREHWUHDWHGDV
political prisoners or prisoners of war. In contrast, ordinary prisoners, represented in the 
Prisoners Union, were concerned less about their status and more about their conditions of 
confinement and opportunities for re-integration after release. Although inspired by protest 
movements beyond the prison walls, especially in Northern Ireland and the United States, 
most ordinary prisoners came to prison alienated and non-political. Protests for improvements 
in penal conditions and penal reform politicized them, and some continued the struggle for 
SULVRQHUV¶ rights and social reform after they left prison.  
 This article re-examines prisoner protest in the Republic of Ireland in the 1970s. 
While much has been written about resistance by those who have been imprisoned for 
politically motivated activities, especially in Northern Ireland, there has been relatively little 
examination of protests by ordinary prisoners.5 Research on the prison system during this 
period has primarily concentrated on penal policy and its implementation.6 This article draws 
on first-hand narratives from prisoners and their supporters, accounts of conditions in Irish 
prisons, and contemporaneous reports of protests.7 It has established that ordinary prisoners 
participated in protests to a much greater extent than has been previously considered. Even 
WKRXJKPRGHUQ,ULVKKLVWRU\³LVUHSOHWHZLWKSULVRQSURWHVWDQGKXQJHUstrikes,´ 8  rarely did 
ordinary prisoners participate to any great extent. However, in the 1970s, ordinary prisoners 
found their collective voice, organizing to campaign for better conditions inside while trying 
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to gain support for penal reform outside. Furthermore, this research reveals that while both 
groups of prisoners used the same methods of protest, governments responded quite 
differently. After more prolonged protests, and despite assertions that the paramilitary 
organizations to which political prisoners belonged to outside posed an existential threat to 
the state, the government neutralized their protests by accepting their representation, 
improving their conditions and effectively recognizing them as a special category of prisoner. 
In contrast, governments and prison authorities pressed the Prisoners Union into submission 
and, despite appalling conditions in Irish prisons, refused to concede to their demands for 
penal reform. 
 This article begins by briefly examining modes of prisoner resistance and the rise of 
SULVRQHUV¶ right movements internationally in the 1960s and 1970s. The unique position of 
prisoners and former prisoners in Irish political life provided an additional element to these 
protests on the island of Ireland. The article continues by sketching out the domestic political 
and penal environment in which the protests occurred. After the start of the conflict in 
Northern Ireland in the late 1960s, there was a sharp rise in the number of prisoners seeking 
political status in the Republic of Ireland, and the next section examines their actions. It then 
outlines the emergence of the Prisoners Union and its ally outside, the Prisoners Rights 
Organisation. The final section considers the increase in protests that took place in the 1970s, 
attributing them in part to events outside prison walls and in part to copycat actions by 
ordinary prisoners inspired by the successful protests of politically aligned prisoners. In 
particular, it examines how and why the two groups of protestors were dealt with differently 
by governments and prison authorities: by effectively co-opting politically aligned prisoners 
into prison governance and by coercing ordinary prisoners into submission.  
 
 
4 
 
Prisoner Resistance and Prisoners¶ Rights Movements 
Ever since prisons have existed, prisoners have challenged their confinement. 
Prisoners have protested against the conditions under which they were held and resisted the 
disciplinary limitations inherent in the denial of liberty. Protests have manifested themselves 
in many forms: violent and peaceful, legal and illegal, individual and collectivist. As long as 
individuals have been held against their will and their freedom restricted, they have attempted 
to circumvent the rules, regulations and standardization characteristic of daily life in prison. 
Prisoners have resisted the coercive environment of the prison through a variety of different 
forms. Some prisoners resist through riotous behavior;9 others through legal activism, the 
³SHDFHIXOHTXLYDOHQWRIDULRW;´10 and still others through HGXFDWLRQDQ³LQWHOOLJHQWULRW.´11 
 The movements for social, economic and political change that emerged in the 1960s 
and 1970s demanded an end to economic inequality, the elimination of racism, championed 
ZRPHQ¶VULJKWV, supported liberation movements in Asia and Africa, and advocated for an 
end to imperialist wars throughout the world.12 This momentum for change included 
prisoners. As protest movements were taking to the streets outside, increasingly prisoners 
were protesting. The rise in SULVRQHUV¶ rights movements in the United States was ³part of a 
larger mosaic of social change.´13 Draft resisters and civil rights activists who ended up in 
prison were highly politicized and on release, they publicly criticized prison conditions.14 The 
Black Muslims (Nation of Islam) were among the first to confront and challenge prison 
authorities through strikes and lawsuits. They demanded the right to religious liberty, with 
requests to hold religious meetings, purchase the Koran, build a mosque and receive visits 
from Muslims outside.15 The Black Panther Party¶V confrontational approach with law and 
order agencies led to many of its members ending up in prison.16 Unlike the Black Muslims, 
they primarily confronted the apparatus of state rather than seeking to use it to advance their 
cause. Another manifestation of militancy inside prisons in this period were the labor unions 
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that began to spring up all over the United States.17  The most widely known protest by 
prisoners in US history, was at Attica Prison in New York, which has entered into the annals 
RIWKHSULVRQHUV¶Uights movements internationally. Soon after its conclusion, Attica ³became 
a household word and a part of our popular culture´18 
 Throughout Europe, prisoners were challenging their conditions of confinement and 
challenging prison authorities. Prisoner movements sprung up in the Nordic countries: 
KRUM was established in Sweden, KRIM in Denmark, KROM in Norway and KRIM in 
Finland. Considering their rather more liberal and progressive social, economic, political and 
penal systems during this period, it is perhaps no surprise that prisoner representative 
organizations in these countries were given a less hostile reception than in the United 
States.19  It seemed that prison authorities and penal policy makers welcomed the opportunity 
to hear the concerns of prisoners about their conditions of confinement.   
 The early 1970s saw the rise of various prisonerV¶ rights organizations in the United 
Kingdom. In May 1972, PROP ± the Union for the Preservation of the Rights of Prisoners ± 
was launched to ³UHSUHVHQWSULVRQHUVH[-prisoners and their relatives and to strive for the 
reform RI%ULWDLQ
VSHQDOV\VWHP´20 It hoped to act for prisoners in their dealings with prison 
officers and governors and to operate as a trade union for prisoners, with a wider objective to 
³democratize and prize open the prison system.´21 It welcomed sympathizers as associate 
members, but full membership was only open to prisoners and ex-prisoners. The PROP 
developed a Charter of Prisoners Rights that included the right to form representative 
associations with recognition for elected leaders, to vote in local and national elections, to 
join a trade union, to take legal proceedings without Home Office permission, and to 
communicate freely with the press and public.22 As its demand to act as a representative body 
for prisoners was rejected by the Home Office, PROP activism fizzled out. TKH³KHDG\GD\V
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of 1972,´when there had been over 130 demonstrations in 41 prisons, were over by the mid-
1970s.23  
 
Penal Environment in the Republic of Ireland 
There was an added dimension to prisoner protest in the Republic of Ireland. Many 
political leaders who had spent time in prison as a result of their struggle against colonial rule 
went on to play a prominent role in Irish life. Prison protests and amnesty campaigns 
occasionally gained widespread public support. In the period after the 1916 Easter Rising, the 
Irish National Aid Association and Volunteer Dependents Fund (INAAVDF) gave financial 
and practical support to prisoners, ex-prisoners and their dependents, and PDGH³DVLJQLIicant 
contribution to the transformation of public opinion.´24 According to Nic Dháibhéid, the 
INAAVDF ZDV³DPRQJWKHPRVWHIIHFWLYHLQVWDQFHVRISROLWLFDOZHOIDULVPLQWZHQWLHWK-
FHQWXU\,UHODQG´25 In May 1917, Joe McGuinness won a by-election while in prison for his 
LQYROYHPHQWLQWKH(DVWHU5LVLQJ+LVHOHFWLRQVORJDQZDVXQDPELJXRXV³3XWKLPLQWR
JHWKLPRXW-RH0F*XLQQHVVWKHPDQLQMDLOIRU,UHODQG´26 In 1917, W. T. Cosgrave, future 
President of the Executive Council (Prime Minister) was elected to the Westminster 
Parliament shortly after his release from prison. His campaign poster read, ³:HJRWKLPRXW
WRSXWKLPLQ´DQGHQFRXUDJHGWKHHOHFWRUDWHWR³9RWHIRU&RVJUDYH± $)HORQRIRXU/DQG´ 27 
A majority of those elected and likely to attend the first Dáil (Irish parliament) in 1919 were 
recorded DV³IpJKODVDJ*DOODLEK´imprisoned by foreigners).28  
 When the Free State (which later became the Republic of Ireland) was established in 
1922, penal innovation was not high on the political agenda. Despite the fact that many 
parliamentarians had spent time in Irish and British penal institutions, they showed little 
interest in improving conditions, modernizing the prison estate or reforming the penal system. 
Until the 1960s, the majority of government ministers with responsibility for prisons had 
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served time in prison.29 Nevertheless, most of these former prisoners, while taking pride in 
their penal experience, were quick to put their prison past behind them. In rejecting the 
criminalization of their cause, and particularly to distance their activities from the deeds of 
other prisoners, the released politicians sought to distinguish their imprisonment from that of 
³RUGLQDU\´ prisoners.30 The limited finances of the new state, the range of other coercive 
institutions available and the low numbers imprisoned contributed to the neglect of prison 
matters. Between 1926 and 1971, there were less than 1,000 prisoners annually. In 1951, the 
daily average number of prisoners was 488, with an imprisonment rate of 16.5 per 100,000. 
By 1971, this had risen to just 926 prisoners, with an imprisonment rate of 31.1 per 
100,000.31   
 Despite prison conditions being widely criticized as poor and inadequate, successive 
governments demonstrated little interest in modernizing the penal estate. Periodically, penal 
reform was discussed, but this rarely led to more than muted debate among those already 
involved in prison reform or human and civil rights organizations. During the inquest for IRA 
leader Seán McCaughey, who died on hunger strike in 1946, conditions for politically aligned 
prisoners were so bad in Portlaoise Prison, and punishment so severe, that the prison doctor 
DGPLWWHGWR0F&DXJKH\¶VODZ\HUSeán MacBride, that if he had a dog, he would not have 
been kept in the conditions in which McCaughey had been held.32 Shortly after, the Labour 
Party conducted an inquiry iQWRFRQGLWLRQVLQWKHSULVRQ,WQRWHGWKH³GHSUHVVLQJHIIHFWRIWKH
SULVRQ¶VGUHVV´DQG³WKHDLPOHVVSDUDGLQJRIPHQLQVLQJOHILOHDURXQGWKHSULVRQEXLOGLQJ´
FRPELQHGZLWK³WKHXQUHOLHYHGPRQRWRQ\RIWKHIRRG´IRUWKHJHQHUDOSULVRQSRSXODWLRQ,W
described the particularly harsh environment for politically aligned prisoners. They refused to 
wear prison clothes, and were therefore deprived of outdoor exercise, family visits or letters, 
and were not permitted to attend Mass.33 
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After his incarceration for two years on a fraud charge, former TD (Teachta Dála ± 
Member of Parliament) Peadar Cowan published a memoir of his time in Mountjoy Prison, 
which was over 100 years old. He criticized the lack of sanitary facilities, prison clothes, 
monotonous prison work, poor diet and the antiquated prison rules. 34  Ten years later, Labour 
Party TD, Noel Browne, condemned the lack of penal reform by successive ministers with 
UHVSRQVLELOLW\IRUSULVRQV³PHQZKRIRUYHU\JRRGUHDVRQKDGVSHQWDORQJWLPHLQMDLODQG
>«@ZKRPXVWKDYHNQRZQZKDWWKHLQVLGHRIDMDLOZDVOLNHDVIHZRIXVGR´1HYHUWKHOHVV
³)HZRIWKHPDSSOLHGWKHLURZQSHUVRQDOLQVLGHNQRZOHGJH>«@)HZRIWKHPWRRNWKH
RSSRUWXQLW\WRLQWURGXFHFKDQJHVZKLFKZHUHQHHGHG´35 
 The fallout from the critique of the rehabilitative and welfarist penal philosophy after 
WKHSXEOLFDWLRQRI5REHUW0DUWLQVRQ¶VWhat Works? led to the undermining of 
confidence in rehabilitation, especially in the United Kingdom and United States of 
America.36 In contrast, the 1970s had begun with great hopes for progress and modernization 
LQ,ULVKSHQDOSROLF\DQG³DVWKHEHOLHILQUHKDELOLWDWLRQZDQHGHOVHZKHUHLWEHJDQWREH
IRUPDOO\HPEUDFHGLQDPRGHVWZD\E\WKH,ULVK'HSDUWPHQWRI-XVWLFH´37 The Prisons Act 
1970 set out for the first time that one of the primary aims of imprisonment was 
UHKDELOLWDWLRQZKLFKZDV³DPRPHQWRXVFKDQJHLQ,ULVKSULVRQSROLF\´38 However, political 
and penal priorities were soon to change as the conflict in Northern Ireland impacted on Irish 
life, especially in the area of criminal justice. Even though Official and Provisional IRA 
activity occurred primarily in Northern Ireland, an increasing number of IRA members were 
being imprisoned in the Republic of Ireland for politically motivated activities.39 As to 
whether the reformist agenda would have become reality remains a moot point. With the 
deteriorating security situation outside and increasing disturbances in Irish prisons, progress 
on penal issues soon faltered. 
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As the 1970s began, conditions in Irish prisons were grim. The vast majority of 
prisoners had no in-cell sanitation and had to ³slop out.´ Prisoners spent over 15 hours in 
their cells and there were limited productive out-of-cell activities. While some traditional 
prison industries existed, these were ³menial´ and unlikely to ³assist the prisoner¶s chances 
of employment on release.´ The educational facilities were minimal, usually offering only 
literacy, with the exception of St. 3DWULFN¶V Institution (for juveniles) which had a range of 
High School subjects.40  Some indication of life in Portlaoise Prison was given in this account 
of the laundry:  
All prison underwear, socks and shirts together with sheets and pillowslips are 
laundered in the prison, on a fortnightly basis. In the laundry there is a large 
boiler in which the clothes are steeped in boiling water. 
 
The ³stew´ of underwear, much of which is extremely soiled after two weeks 
wear, is stirred by prisoners using long sticks. 
 
After steeping, the underwear is fished out of the pot with the sticks and 
thrown onto tables. There is a shortage of scrubbing brushes and soap. Clothes 
are then put into a drying press before being returned to prisoners. 
 
Convict prisoners have their number on their underwear. They get back 
regular clothes. Prisoners serving sentences of imprisonment (up to two years) 
have no guarantee that they will be returned their previous underwear. They 
get the same size.41  
 
The conditions in the only dedicated female prison were ³degrading and inhuman,´ 
according to a female prisoner. ³Although the women¶s wing [of Mountjoy Prison] can hold 
thirty prisoners it has only one toilet. Beside this toilet there is a small sink which has no hot 
water, no towel and no soap. There are no showers and only two baths. Normally baths can 
only be taken on a Saturday afternoon.´42 When newspaper journalists were invited into the 
prisons in the early 1980s, one reported how those sent to Mountjoy Prison are ³robbed of 
their dignity, they enjoy no privacy and they are subjected to a petty authoritarian regime 
which hasn¶t changed essentially for over a century.´ About half of the adult male prison 
population were housed there, and the journalist concluded that, ³for the most part, in spite of 
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a lot of well-intentioned tinkering with the prison system, it remains degrading and 
oppressive and, most of all, extremely unlikely to effect any change in its prisoners, whom it 
is piously expected to rehabilitate into responsible, socially aware citizens.´43 The conditions 
in which prisoners had to live were exacerbated by over-crowding. Living in these conditions 
contributed to high levels of self-harm and suicide. Between 1975 and 1990, there were 23 
suicides and 10 deaths from drug overdoses or natural causes. The suicide rate was double 
that of England and Wales and 85 per cent higher than in Scotland. By the early 1990s, there 
was an average of four suicides per year. In 1992 alone, prison officer intervention saved the 
lives of 34 prisoners who attempted suicide.44  
 Notwithstanding these conditions, the government rejected criticism of the penal 
system. During a heated debate in the Dáil in 1972, the Minister for Justice, Desmond 
2¶0DOOH\GHQLHGWKDWWKHUHZDV³SXEOLFGLVTXLHW´DERXWFRQGLWLRQVLQ3RUWODRLVH3ULVRQ+H
IXUWKHUVWDWHGWKDW³WKHFRQGLWLRQVLQWKHSULVRQVFDQEHEHWWHUWKDQWKRVHWKDWVRPHRIWKH
SULVRQHUVKDYHFRPHIURPRXWVLGH´45 Notwithstanding these assertions, improvements in 
prison conditions and penal reform were long overdue, a fact acknowledged by 2¶0DOOH\¶V
successor as Minister for Justice, Patrick Cooney. Soon after he became Minister in 1973, he 
announced the establishment of D³FRUUHFWLYHXQLW´WKHFRQVWUXFWLRQRIDQHZZRPHQ¶V
prison, the appointment of a new Director of Work and Director of Education, and the 
employment of at least 10 extra welfare officers.46 While recognizing the need for reform, 
KRZHYHUKHUHMHFWHGFULWLFLVPRI,ULVKSULVRQV³1RWRQO\GLGWKH\FRPSDUHfavorably with the 
best in Europe, but they were in accord with and in many respects, exceeded the standards set 
GRZQE\WKH&RXQFLORI(XURSH´47  
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Prisoner Protest: I 
When those convicted for politically motivated activities began to protest, it was not 
the appalling conditions in Irish prisons that primarily concerned them. These prisoners were 
engaged in resistance as part of a wider conflict in Irish society: the physical force campaign 
that re-emerged in the late 1960s to challenge British rule in Northern Ireland. This led to an 
increase in the number of prisoners convicted for politically motivated activities and as they 
were sentenced, they protested in pursuit of their demand to be treated as political prisoners 
or prisoners of war. As with their comrades imprisoned for resistance struggles and 
movements for national liberation internationally, these prisoners saw their incarceration and 
struggle for political status as part of wider social and political battles. 48  Similar to previous 
periods RIFRQIOLFWLPSULVRQPHQWEHFDPH³ZDUE\RWKHUPHDQV´49 Prisons became contested 
spaces as struggles outside permeated the prison walls. Soon, the protests inside had an 
impact on politics outside prison too.  
 The first major outbreak of disturbances led by politically aligned prisoners began in 
Mountjoy Prison in May 1972 with a number of prison officers being held hostage. The 
prisoners were protesting at the JRYHUQPHQW¶Vrefusal to grant political status which would 
HQDEOHWKHP³WRZHDUWKHLURZQFORWKHVDEVWDLQIURPSHQDOODERUDQGQRWEHSXWZLWK
SULVRQHUVVHUYLQJFULPLQDOVHQWHQFHV´50 Taking the government and prison authorities by 
surprise, the disturbance ended when officials threatened to bring the army into the prison. 
Many of those involved were subsequently moved to the Curragh Military Detention Camp 
after the government introduced specific legislation to allow military detention for those 
deemed civilian prisoners.51 In September 1973, politically aligned prisoners who had been 
moved to Portlaoise Prison refused to do prison work. After further disturbances and a hunger 
strike in Mountjoy ended, both sides claimed victory. These prisoners would not have to do 
³SULVRQZRUN,´DQGWKH\FODLPHGWRKDYHDFKLHYHGVHJUHJDWLRQDQGIUHHDVVRFLDWLRQ52 After 
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further disturbances and a successful escape from the Curragh Military Camp, all male IRA 
prisoners were moved to Portlaoise Prison in 1973. The prison would remain a high-security 
facility housing politically aligned prisoners for the duration of the conflict.53  
 The 1970s were tense times in Portlaoise Prison, with soldiers protecting the 
perimeter and gardaí (police) stationed on the landings to assist prison officers.54 
Disturbances by prisoners claiming political status continued sporadically. Publicly the 
government maintained that politically aligned prisoners would not receive special treatment 
and refused to recognize them as political prisoners. Successive administrations trod a very 
fine line, not wishing to be seen to concede any ground, while desperate to avoid similar 
protests that began in prisons in Northern Ireland with the end of special category status in 
1976. Soon after their arrival in Portlaoise Prison, politically aligned prisoners were separated 
onto different landings according to their paramilitary affiliation and each had its own 
command structure.55 By 1980, out of an average daily population nationally of 
approximately 1,200,56 there were 171 prisoners in Portlaoise Prison: 106 belonged to the 
Provisional IRA, 23 were described as Official IRA and IRSP [politically aligned with the 
,ULVK1DWLRQDO/LEHUDWLRQ$UP\@DQGZHUHFODVVLILHGDV³QRQ-DOLJQHG´57  
 
Prisoner Protest: II 
It was not concerns about their status that led ordinary prisoners to protest. Rather, it 
was discontent at the conditions of confinement, the standard of food and the lack of 
recreational facilities that prompted two sit-down protests led by ordinary prisoners in 
Portlaoise Prison over successive days in November 1972.58 Claiming the backing of 90 out 
of a total of 135 prisoners, the Portlaoise Prisoners Committee was established to represent 
their grievances to the prison governor and the Visiting Committee.59 The prison authorities 
and Visiting Committee reacted sharply to this show of ill-discipline. The Minister for 
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-XVWLFH'HVPRQG2¶0DOOH\DUJXHGWKDWWKLVZDVQRPHUHFRPSODLQWDERXWWKHFRQGLWLRQVLQ
which prisoners ZHUHKHOGEXW³DQRUJDQLzed effort by certain people completely to disrupt 
our prison administration.´+HLQIRUPHGWKH'iLOWKDW³WKHJRYHUQRUDQGWKHVWDIIDQGWKH
visiting committee would be failing in their duty if they did not do everything possible to stop 
WKHP´The Visiting Committee responded by imposing dietary punishment and loss of 
remission and privileges for 90 prisoners.60  
 Undeterred, these prisoners eventually proposed the formation of the Portlaoise 
Prisoners Union (PPU) because they felt ³that the work done inside the prison was on a par 
with the work done on the outside´61 Their demands, smuggled out and signed by 112 
prisoners, included one third remission (under the 1947 Prison Rules, male prisoners were 
eligible for one quarter and female prisoners one third reduction of their sentence), a new 
parole board with an elected union member, improved visiting conditions and educational 
facilities for all prisoners with special emphasis for those with literacy difficulties. The PPU 
wanted a skilled trades program to be introduced and the current wage level of 10p a day to 
be increased to £10 a week. They demanded an end to censorship of mail, books and 
newspapers and the immediate abolition of dietary punishment. Finally, the Portlaoise 
Prisoners Union, indicating their attitude towards the Visiting Committee which still had the 
power to punish, demanded that WKH³SUHVHQWELDVHGVDGLVWLFDQGK\SRFULWLFDO9LVLWLQJ
Committee, to be instantly dissolved and replaced by a Committee of sociologists, social 
workers, law students and trade union representatives, plus an elected PPU member to ensure 
fair play´62 7KH8QLRQFODLPHGWRKDYHPHWZLWK³VXFFHVVDPRQJWKHSULVRQHUV´DQd 
DVVHUWHG³:HQRZVHHNUHFRJQLWLRQRIWKH338E\7UDGH8QLRQVDQGWKH0LQLVWHUIRU
Justice´ +RZHYHUWKH\ZDUQHG³,QWKHHYHQWRIWKH*RYHUQPHQWUHIXVLQJWRLPSOHPHQWWKH
338GHPDQGVZHZLOOKDYHQRRSWLRQEXWWRFRQWLQXHRXUSHDFHIXOFDPSDLJQ´63  
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The Portlaoise Prisoners Union spread, eventually calling itself the Prisoners Union. 
After the initial surge of activity, sporadic demonstrations occurred throughout the 1970s, 
usually sit-down strikes, refusal to attend work, and periodically, hunger strikes. In May 
1973, 79 prisoners refused to work leading prison authorities to call in An Garda Síochána. 
:KHQWKHPHQUHWXUQHGWRZRUNWKHSULVRQDXWKRULWLHVSRLQWHGRXWWKDW³DSSURSULDWH
disciplinary measures will be taken in due course´64 In February WHQ³QRQ-SROLWLFDO´
prisoners in the Curragh Military Detention Camp began a hunger strike for improved 
visiting conditions, better food and enhanced parole, along with an end to harassment by the 
soldiers who guarded them.65 In 1977, members of the Prisoners Union went on a hunger 
strike to protest against the continuing deterioration in prison conditions and the erosion of 
their rights.66  
 Prisoner activists usually rely on outside supporters to organize, co-ordinate activities 
with other prison populations or litigate on their behalf. In the statement announcing the 
establishment of the Portlaoise Prisoners Union, the leaders acknowledged WKDW³&RQILQHGDV
it is within the formidable barriers of prison walls there is little such a Union can do except 
organize the prisoners into a unified body´67 Therefore, on release from Portlaoise Prison a 
number of former prisoners continued the campaign for improved prison conditions. An ad 
hoc Committee for Prison Reform called a public meeting to generate public VXSSRUW³WR
preserve, protect and extend the rights of prisoners, and seek the implementation of the 11 
demands of the Portlaoise Prisoners Union.´68 At this meeting, the Prisoners Rights 
Organisation (PRO) was established. The PRO offered practical assistance outside, and 
FDPSDLJQHGIRUSULVRQHUV¶ULJKWVDQGSHQDOUHIRUP7KH organization hoped to generate 
support for the prisoners¶ cause by exposing the reality of prison life through publications 
such as the Jail Journal. The PRO specifically represented the interests of what they termed 
³VRFLDO´RU³ordinary´ prisoners becauseWKH\DUJXHG³QRJURXSRXWVLGHVSRNHRXWRQWKHLU
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EHKDOI´69 OUGLQDU\SULVRQHUVZHUH³WKHSHRSOHZKRKDYHlived on the margins of society on 
the outside and are now forgotten on the inside.´70 Besides, those convicted for politically 
motivated activities were aligned with political parties ± Official and Provisional Sinn Fein 
who had established their own organizations outside prison: the Relatives Action Committee 
for Provisional IRA prisoners and Saoirse for Official IRA prisoners.71  
 Despite dreadful prison conditions and support for the union among prisoners 
(although it is difficult to determine the exact level of support, since prisoners¶ leaders 
possibly exaggerated, while the government likely downplayed it), prison governors, visiting 
committees and ministers for justice refused to recognize RUGLQDU\SULVRQHUV¶ right to 
UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ)RUZKDWSULVRQHUVWHUPHGWKHLU³SHDFHIXOFDPSDLJQ´WKH\ZHUHSXQLVKHGSXW
into segregation and had their diet reduced.72 Members of the PU were transferred to the 
Military Detention Camp at the Curragh, which according to the PRO, made the Republic of 
,UHODQG³WKHRQO\VWDWHLQ:HVWHUQ(XURSHZKRVHPLOLWDU\ZDUGHUVKDYHFXVWRG\RIFLYLOLDQ
SULVRQHUV´73 By the late 1970s, most politically aligned male prisoners were in Portlaoise 
Prison and military custody was being used, according to Gerry Collins, the Minister for 
-XVWLFHIRU³SHUVRQVZKRSURPRWHRUDFWLYHO\HQJDJHLQVHULRXVO\GLVUXSWLYHDFWLYLW\LQWKH
civil prisons´74 Despite repeated calls for its closure, even by its own visiting committee, 
ordinary prisoners remained in the Curragh Military Detention Camp which was staffed by 
soldiers untrained for the task until its closure in 1983. By 1980, 26 prisoners were being held 
under military detention. The commandant who ran the Curragh Military Camp told a visiting 
journalist WKDWWKH\KHOG³DIHZORRVHO\DWWDFKHGWRYDULRXVSROLWLFDOJURXSV>«@DVPDOO
anarchist element and the rest, you might say, are loosely banded as Prisoners Rights 
2UJDQLVDWLRQ´75 $FFRUGLQJWRWKH'HSDUWPHQWRI-XVWLFHPLOLWDU\GHWHQWLRQSOD\HG³DQ
LQVWUXPHQWDOSDUWLQPDLQWDLQLQJSULVRQGLVFLSOLQHDQGFRQWURO´LQ0RXQWMR\3ULVRQDV
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disturbances were ³FDXVHGE\DIHZWURXEOHPDNHUVZKRDUHDEOHWRPDQLSXODWHOHVVDUWLFXODWH
prisoners´76 
 
A Tale of Two Responses 
 Prisoner protest in whatever form and wherever it comes from disrupts social order 
and creates immediate challenges for prison officers and governors. As the search for social 
order is constant and one of the central tasks of any prison administrator,77 it is 
understandable that prison authorities would try to eradicate dissent. However, WKH³SUREOHP
of order is multi-IDFHWHG´DQG³DQ\DFFRXQWWKDWUHOLHVRQDVLQJXODUVROXWLRQWRWKHQHJOHFWRI
others will neglect the ways in which force, manipulation, ritual and legitimation combine to 
JLYHULVHWRGLVWLQFWLYHSDWWHUQVRIGRPLQDWLRQFRPSOLDQFHDQGUHVLVWDQFH´78 How individuals 
alone or collectively resist in prison and the subsequent outcome depends not only on 
characteristics of prisoners and/or the reasons for their incarceration, but the reaction of the 
prison regime and prevailing penal politics. Agency and structure are intertwined and 
influence prisoner behavior, individually and collectively.79  
 To demonize protestors and undermine the legitimacy of their cause, government 
ministers and the media regularly characterized protests ± especially by ordinary prisoners - 
as riots, the actions of a group of nihilists. Nevertheless, following E.P. Thompson, we should 
be cautious about XVLQJWKHWHUP³ULRW´WRRORRVHO\80 Many disturbances did not begin as 
riots, but any form of dissent or refusal to follow instructions was considered a threat to order 
by prison authorities and usually degenerated into confrontation. Civil disobedience and 
peaceful protest were inimical to social order and smooth running of a prison.  
 The government¶V response to disturbances in the prisons came amid a deteriorating 
security situation outside. There was an increase in bombings, deaths, kidnappings and riots 
by paramilitary organizations, some of whose members ended up in Portlaoise Prison.81 
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Senior ministers, then and since, have argued that there was a threat to the state, with one 
minister recalling that he was in agreement with the Taoiseach (Prime Minister) and his 
deputy, that the Provisional IRA ³ZDVWKHJUHDWHVWDQGPRVWDELGLQJWKUHDW´82 While recent 
scholarship has argued WKDW³WKHUHZDVQRLPPHGLDWHsecurity threat from either wing of the 
IRA that was likely to destabilize the State or its democratic institutions´DQDQDO\VLV
presented to a new government in 1973 by the Commissioner of An Garda Síochána and the 
$UP\&KLHIRI6WDIISXWIRUZDUGVRPHSRWHQWLDO³ZRUU\LQJVFHQDULRV´WKDW could confront the 
state.83 A siege mentality developed with the main political parties adopting a tough law and 
RUGHUVWDQFHDQG³SUHRFFXSDWLRQZLWKWKUHDWVWRWKHVWDWHWKDWPHDQWWKHGHFDGHZLWQHVVHGD
KDUVKQHVVWKDWXQGHUPLQHGMXVWLFH´84 The security situation prompted the government to re-
introduce trials for politically aligned accused in front of a non-jury Special Criminal Court in 
1972. Following the killing of the British ambassador to Ireland, Christopher Ewart Biggs 
outside his residence in 1976, and an explosion in the vicinity of the Special Criminal Court, 
the government declared a state of emergency which granted An Garda Síochána extra 
powers.85  
These were tense times in Irish prisons. One prison officer recounted how staff feared 
IRUWKHLUSHUVRQDOVDIHW\DV³WKH,5$FRXOGJHW\RXHLWKHULQVLGHRUZKHQ\RXJRWRXW´86 A 
Chief Officer at Portlaoise Prison was shot in the early 1980s and eventually died. After 
denying it for many years, the Provisional IRA conceded their role in the shooting, although 
WKH\DUJXHGLWZDV³QRWDXWKRULzed by the IRA leadership.´ Admitting responsibility, they 
claimed that the ³EUXWDOSULVRQUHJLPH´in Portlaoise ZDV³WKHFRQWH[WLQZKLFK,5$
YROXQWHHUV´shot the prison officer.87 Later, non-politically aligned prisoners from the self-
styled Prisoners Revenge Group (which had no links to PU or PRO) were responsible for 
threats and physical attacks on prison officers.88 So concerned had the government become 
that in 1976, it sought to amend the 1947 Prisons Rules to allow the Minster for Justice to 
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SUHYHQWDQ\RQHHQWHULQJSULVRQHYHQDSULVRQHU¶VOHJDODGYLVHU³LQWKHLQWHUHVWVRIWKHVHFXULW\
of a prison or of the StDWH´ 89 
 The prison population was not a homogenous group. Even some of the politically 
aligned groups were openly hostile to each other, adding to the tension in the prisons. 
Historically, prisoners convicted of politically motivated activities have sought political 
status and separation from others in the penal system. However, reflecting the split militarily 
and ideologically outside, differences emerged in attitudes towards ordinary prisoners. 
Provisional IRA prisoners were very keen to distinguish themselves from ordinary prisoners 
DQGDWWLPHVHQJDJHGLQZKDWWKH\GHVFULEHGDV³PLOLWDQWDFWLRQ´WRSXUVXHWKHLUGHPDQGV
LQFOXGLQJWKH³UHPRYDORIQRQ-5HSXEOLFDQSULVRQHUV>«@IURPWKH3URYLVLRQDOVHFWLRQ´RI
Portlaoise Prison.90 By contrast, the Official IRA, nominally on ceasefire since 1972, sought 
to distance itself from the tactics of the Provisional IRA and their campaign for political 
status. The Official IRA and Official Sinn Fein were identified as potentially more dangerous 
in influencing social and political discontent, including among prisoners. A report submitted 
to the JRYHUQPHQWDUJXHGWKDWWKLVZDVEHFDXVHWKH\KDG³DPXFKKLJKHUOHYHORILQWHOOLJHQFH
and of intellHFWXDOGLUHFWLRQRIWKHLUDFWLYLWLHVWKDQGRRWKHUH[LVWLQJVXEYHUVLYHJURXSV´91 
Declaring their left wing credentials, Official IRA prisoners refused to demand separation 
IURPRWKHUSULVRQHUVDUJXLQJWKDW³RUGLQDU\SULVRQHUVDUHXQFRQVFLRXVSROLWLFDOSULVRQHUV´92 
The creation of the Prisoners Union was applauded by Saoirse, the support group for Official 
,5$SULVRQHUVZKLFK³ZHOFRPHGWKHXQLW\RIERWKSROLWLFDODQGQRQ-SROLWLFDOSULVRQHUV´93  
 Ordinary prisoners initially engaged in supportive activity with politically aligned 
prisoners.  The first signature on the statement by 159 prisoners supporting the hunger strike 
in Mountjoy Prison by IRA prisoners in October 1973 was Pat Beirnes, chairman of the ad 
hoc FRPPLWWHHRI3ULVRQHUV8QLRQ,WZDQWHGWR³DFNQRZOHGJHDQGV\PSDWKLze with the 
peaceful efforts of the Provisional I.R.A. to achieve political status and improve 
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FRQGLWLRQV´94 But to avoid any confusion, Máirín de Burca of the Prisoners Rights 
Organisation pointed out that they were QRWLQYROYHGLQWKHKXQJHUVWULNH³:HVHHNQRWWKH
recognition of special status for an elitist group but the immediate implementation, for all 
prisoQHUVRID&KDUWHURI3ULVRQHUV¶ 5LJKWV´6KHXUJHG³DOOSULVRQHUVWRMRLQZith us in our 
basic demands on behalf of all prisoners.´95  In 1975, during another hunger strike carried out 
by IRA prisoners, the Prisoners Rights Organization DGPLWWHGWKDWLW³UHIUDLQHGIURP
commenting on prisoners incarcerated for political crimes, [as] it was concerned with the 
conditions of all prisoners,´96 EXWODWHULWWKUHDWHQHGOHJDODFWLRQWRKDYHWKH³SULYLOHJHV´RI
the politically aligned extended to all prisoners.97 
 Differences among prisoners allowed governments an opportunity to develop distinct 
approaches to deal with disturbances in the prisons. The penal environment changed for 
politically aligned prisoners for a number of reasons, both political and penal. In April 1977 
with the health of some prisoners deteriorating rapidly, a 47 day hunger strike ended without 
the government conceding political prisoner status, but agreeing WRIDFLOLWDWH³PLQRUFKDQJHV
to the administration of [Portlaoise] prison.´98 On coming to power in the summer 1977, 
Fianna Fáil, self-styled as ³WKH5HSXEOLFDQ3DUW\,´represented itself as more resolute in 
support of a united Ireland than the previous government,99 a goal advocated by politically 
aligned prisoners. The new Minster for Justice, Gerry Collins, indicated a moderating of the 
state¶VDWWLWXGHWRZDUGVSULVRQHUVGHPDQGLQJSROLWLFDOVWDWXV/DWHU, he would refuse to meet 
or allow his officials to engage with a commission of inquiry that was organized by the 
Prisoners Rights Organization 352EHFDXVHKHGLGQRWZLVK³WREHSXWLQDSRVLWLRQRI
appearing to give some form of official approval for an exercise prompted by the 
organizDWLRQ´100 However, the new minister set a more conciliatory tone in dealing with 
SROLWLFDOO\DOLJQHGSULVRQHUVE\FODLPLQJWKDWKH³GLIIHUHGIURPKLVSUHGHFHVVRU´RQSULVRQHUV¶
rights.101 He was willing to allow improved visiting conditions in Portlaoise Prison if it did 
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not interfere with security. He would facilitate politicians and the media visiting prisons.102 
He had no objection to the proposed wedding of two politically aligned prisoners, Rose 
Dugdale and Eddie Gallagher in Limerick Prison, the first time in the history of the state that 
two serving prisoners had been allowed to marry. The PRO had demanded that prisoners 
should have a right to marry, one of the many demands the government ignored. 103 The 
government continued to try to defuse tension, indicating that politically aligned prisoners did 
not have to do normal prison work, and they were to be allowed greater freedom of 
association and other privileges not accorded to ordinary prisoners.104 Within two years, 
Fianna Fáil was led by Charles Haughey, who strongly identified with the unity of the island. 
He was also a pragmatist and in search of power, he was willing to compromise.105  
This was the beginning of the end game for protest in prisons in Northern Ireland, 
which eventually culminated in the death of ten hunger strikers in Long Kesh Prison. While 
+DXJKH\¶VJRYHUQPHQWclaimed it was trying to assist in the resolution of the conflict in the 
prisons in Northern Ireland,106 it was desperate to avoid any copycat actions in Portlaoise or 
Limerick Prisons. Equivocation in dealing with politically aligned prisoners avoided outright 
confrontation. 
 Outside the prisons, gardaí involved in fighting the IRA believed that ³WKHODVWWKLQJ
their political superiors wanted was to tip the IRA into outright confrontation with the 
VWDWH´107 Conway concluded that: ³3ROLWLFDOO\>«@ there was an unwillingness, or at least a 
reluctance, WRSROLFHWKH,5$WRRKHDYLO\´108 There may also have been an undeclared 
recognition from some parts of the political establishment and among the general public that 
politically aligned prisoners were indeed different and should be treated so. During a hunger 
strike by IRA prisoners in 1973, with one of the protestors becoming weaker, the government 
³let it be known >«@that it appreciates the emotional as well as the political, backgrounds of 
the Provisionals.´ 7KH\ZHUH³aware of the trauma that has led men to take up arms and the 
21 
 
public ambivalence to their actions.´However, the government argued that it would lead, not 
follow public opinion, despite being ³IXOO\DZDUHRIWKHGHHSSV\FKRORJLFDOeffect which their 
suffering and death of a hunger striker can have on the people.´109 While public support 
dissipated and political ambivalence dissolved as the conflict intensified and became a ³Long 
War,´110 there was still enough popular support to rattle political leaders. In June 1981, one 
month after the death of Bobby Sands, who had earlier been elected as a member of the 
Westminster Parliament, Long Kesh hunger strikers, Paddy Agnew and Kieran Doherty were 
elected to the Dáil. 111 
 Inside the prisons, the Department of Justice acknowledged that the majority of the 
3RUWODRLVH3ULVRQSRSXODWLRQZDV³XQLTXHLQWKDWLWLVFDSDEOHRIDFWLQJFRKHVLYHO\LQDQ
organized, disruptive and violent manner´112 With a prolonged period of protest by 
politically aligned prisoners, who had the political, financial and fellow prisoner support to 
sustain a determined campaign, the response to political prisoners was modified.  
 As the government was publicly refusing to accord political status, the governor of 
Portlaoise Prison admitted to a visiting journalist that he regularly met the Officer 
Commanding (O/C) of different politically aligned factions.113 Prisoners only communicated 
with the prison authorities through their O/C, DQGSULVRQRIILFHUVRIRUGLQDU\UDQN³ZHUH
IRUELGGHQIURPLQWHUDFWLQJ´ZLWKSROLWLFDOO\DOLJQHGSULVRQHUV114 A senior official in the 
prison service conceded that while politically aligned prisoners continually sought some type 
of special category status similar to that which had existed in the Northern Ireland prior to 
³LQIRUPDOO\WKDWZDVWKHUHJLPHWKDWRSHUDWHG´115 Rumors of an understanding between 
the government and prisoners were given credence when a government-commissioned report 
QRWHGWKDW³QRQ-VXEYHUVLYH´SULVRQHUVZHUHWUDQVIHUUHGWR3RUWODRLVHWRGR³SULVRQFKRUHV´
LQFOXGLQJ³RIDGRPHVWLFNLQGLQWKHVXEYHUVLYHV¶FHOODUHD´ )RUWKLVWKH³QRQ-VXEYHUVLYH´
prisoners received extra remission and more liberal conditions.116 After a media tour of 
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Portlaoise ended, one newspaper editorializHGWKDWHYHQWKRXJK³JRYHUQPHQWDQGFLYLO
VHUYDQWVZLOOGHQ\LW>«@LWLVFOHDUWKDWVRPHXQGHUVWDQGLQJVRPHmodus vivendi, has been 
wRUNHGRXW´EHWZHHQSULVRQHUVDQGWKHDXWKRULWLHV117 7KH5HSXEOLFRI,UHODQG¶VKLJKest 
profile governor, John Lonergan, who spent a period as the governor of Portlaoise Prison in 
the late 1980s recounted how he held meetings regularly with the O/C of Provisional IRA 
prisoners and their spokesmen with a written agenda communicated to him in advance. 
Lonergan concluded:  
Though JRYHUQPHQWVLQWKHVDQGµVVWXFNWRWKHOLQHDERXWUHIXVLQJWR
give subversive prisoners political status, they did grant them certain 
SULYLOHJHVWKDWRWKHUSULVRQHUVGLGQRWDQGVWLOOGRQ¶WUHFHLYH>«@,FDQYRXFK
that every single extra privilege they received was approved from on high at 
PLQLVWHULDODQGVRPHWLPHVDWFDELQHWOHYHO>«@7KHUHZDVQRTXHVWLRQWKDWLW
was a two-tier system.118  
 
The hierarchical structure of politically aligned prisoners became advantageous to 
prison administrators due to their capacity to exercise self-policing and exert control and 
discipline over their own group. Their military discipline helped maintain social order in 
Portlaoise Prison. The organizational structures of different politically aligned groups were 
utilized by both sides EHFDXVH³VXFKDSRZHUVWUXFWXUHPD\EHDVZHOOGLUHFWHGWRWKH
maintenance of group order as the disruption RILW´119 In return for providing stability and 
accord, prisoners from different factions in Portlaoise had their own landings, O/Cs, more out 
of cell time, separate recreation facilities and wider educational opportunities, better food and 
access to the governor. Instead of individual and collective disturbances, there were now 
agreed avenues to deal with grievances. Similar to other instances in which the power 
G\QDPLFEHWZHHQWKHNHHSHUDQGWKHNHSWZDVGLIIXVHGLWZDVQRW³HQWLUHO\YROXQWDU\LQ
nature and therefore rather precarious [but] as long as it works for both groups, the 
accompanying set of behavioral guidelines help to keep the peace in the prison´120 This 
DUUDQJHPHQWGHPRQVWUDWHGWKH³GHIHFWVRIWRWDOSRZHU´DFDVHRIWKH³FRUUXSWLRQRI
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DXWKRULW\´ when the captors enter into a mutually beneficial relationship with their 
captives.121 While conditions were undoubtedly harsh for all, political prisoners did not suffer 
WKHVDPHGXOOFRPSXOVLRQRIWKHSULVRQURXWLQHDVRUGLQDU\SULVRQHUV7KHLU³SDLQVRI
LPSULVRQPHQW´122 were lessened in such an environment. While still rejecting the 
criminalization of their cause, politically aligned prisoners seemed to accept imprisonment as 
part of the conflict and dXULQJWKHV³FRQFHUQVDURXQGµVXEYHUVLYH¶SULVRQHUVIDGHGIURP
YLHZVRPHZKDW´123 One of the main reasons was that when the early period of conflict in the 
prisons abated, politically aligned prisoners were co-opted into the governance of the prison. 
Looking over its shoulder to prison protest in Northern Ireland and considering the security 
situation outside the prisons, the government preferred compromise to confrontation. 
 No such accommodation was reached with ordinary prisoners. The 1970s and 1980s 
were a time of economic difficulties in the Republic of Ireland and there was little political 
will to improve prison conditions or consider allocation of substantial resources to modernize 
the penal estate. Among ordinary prisoners, protests were primarily for improvements in 
penal conditions and the right to representation, but as the majority of prisoners came from 
urban areas of acute deprivation, the PU and PRO were more critical of the wider social and 
economic system. The Prisoners Rights Organization criticized the criminal justice system 
which allowed ³the most respected and what are generally acknowledged as the most moral 
people steaOHYHU\GD\>«@The law protects them.´ They FRQFOXGHG³7KHRQO\VROXWLRQLVWR
change the social and economic conditions of society.´124 In one of its first public 
pronouncements, the Prisoners Union GHFODUHG³:HDUHDOOFRQYLFWHGFULPLQDOVDQGKDYH
never maintained to be anything else. But while here we have all vowed to convict and 
expose the un-convicted criminals who are responsible for having the prison system the way 
it is´125 As many of WKH38¶s members and supporters came from working-class 
backgrounds, they sought recognition and support from trade unions. Similar to prisoners 
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involved in protests in other jurisdictions, many entered prison alienated and apolitical and 
became politicized by the protests inside. The Prisoners Union program echoed the demands 
for social and political change in the Bill of Rights of the Convicted Class of the United 
3ULVRQHUV8QLRQHVWDEOLVKHGLQ&DOLIRUQLDLQDQG3523¶VCharter of Rights.126   
 The government was swift and resolute in dealing with the demands for representation 
from ordinary prisoners. ³,ZDQWWRDVVXUH\RX´3DWULFN&RRQH\LQIRUPHGWKH3ULVRQ2IILFHUV
$VVRFLDWLRQ³WKDWDVORQJDV,DP0LQLVWHUIRU-XVWLFHWKHVHSHRSOHZLOOQRWEH given any 
UHFRJQLWLRQRIDQ\NLQG>«@,WLVWKHUHIRUHLPSRUWDQWWKDWFRQFHUQHGDQGZHOO-meaning people 
interested in the plight of prisoners generally and their rehabilitation would not provide a 
platform for these men whose objectives are entirely destruFWLYH´127 While recognition of the 
Prisoners Union and/or the Prisoners Rights Organisation might have led to protests from 
prison officers, the government was determined to wipe out dissent by ordinary prisoners and 
undermine the legitimacy of their allies. The government tried to limit the influence of the PU 
DQG352E\EDQQLQJWKH352¶VRUJDQWKHJail Journal from entering prisons, although this 
did not prevent the PRO from collecting and disseminating information to the world outside. 
Articles for the Jail Journal DERXWOLIHLQVLGHZHUHVPXJJOHGRXWWRE\SDVVWKHFHQVRU¶VRIILFH
and some copies were secreted back into prisons. At times, the government tried to prevent 
members of the PRO from visiting prisoners because it believed they would provoke unrest. 
Allegations that members of the PRO were harassed by gardaí appeared regularly in the Jail 
Journal.128  
 Successive governments were keen to undermine RUGLQDU\SULVRQHUV¶ right to 
representation by associating the PU and the PRO in popular imagination with Official IRA 
prisoners and Official Sinn Féin. The Prisoners Rights Organisation rejected from the outset 
WKDWWKH\ZHUH³DIURQWIRU6LQQ)HLQ´FODLPLQJWREHQRQ-SROLWLFDODQGZHOFRPLQJ³PHPEHUV
IURPDQ\SDUW>\@RUQRQHLIWKH\DUHUHDG\WRZRUNIRUSULVRQHUV¶ULJKWV´129 While there were 
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a number of prisoners claiming political status in Portlaoise Prison when the Prisoners Union 
was established, the emerging movement stressed that the original members ³ZHUHLQQRZD\
LQYROYHGZLWKDQ\SROLWLFDOSULVRQHUV´DQGLQFRQWUDVWWRVRPHRIWKRVHZKRFODLPHGSROLWLFDO
prisoner status, they stated explicitly that thH³DLPRIWKH8QLRQ>LV@WRSURPRWHEHWWHU
FRQGLWLRQVIRUDOOSULVRQHUV´130  
 Prison administrators backed by government ministers rejected any attempt to allow 
the Prisoners Union or former prisoners grouped around the Prisoners Right Organisation to 
influence or potentially participate in the governance of the institution, or to contribute to 
penal policy. A serving governor later recalled that WKHVHSULVRQHUV³set about bringing down 
WKHSULVRQV\VWHP>«@DQGJHQHUDOO\FDXVLQJDVPXFKUHVLVWDQFHDVSRVVLEOH´131 Punishment 
by isolation and detention under military supervision in the Curragh was the system¶V
response. Prison officers also distinguished between those they could co-opt and those who 
needed to be coerced. ³7KH,5$KDGLWVRZQLQWHUQDOdiscipline, and, as a result, they behaved 
as ordered by their leader,´recounted a serving prison officer. ³:KLOHZHDSSUHFLDWHGWKH
organizHGZD\WKH,5$ZHQWDERXWWKHLUEXVLQHVVLQVLGHRWKHUSULVRQHUVGLGQ¶WRUJDQLze 
EHFDXVHZHGLGQ¶WOHWWKHP1HLWKHr did they have a shared ideology like the IRA and an 
RUJDQLVDWLRQWREDFNLWXS´132 Members of the Prisoners Union were more collectivist, less 
cohesive and not as disciplined as politically aligned prisoners. They had neither the 
hierarchal structure, nor the organizational discipline. Many were affiliated with, rather than 
members of the Prisoners Union and others used it as flag of convenience to raise grievances. 
They had no utility to the prison authorities as a policing mechanism. Not only would the 
government and prison authorities refuse to meet, or accept the representative nature of the 
Prisoners Union, visiting committees rejected their right to representation. In her analysis of 
penal policy in the Republic of Ireland, Mary Rogan concluded that prisoner protests during 
WKLVSHULRG³served to prompt suspicion, fear and hostility rather than co-operation, 
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understanding and sympathy among policy-PDNHUV´133 Rather than trying to engage with, or 
accommodate the concerns of ordinary prisoners, the government undermined the legitimacy 
of the Prisoners Union and pounded them into submission.  
 The Prisoners Union was a short-lived attempt at prisoner representation and had 
fizzled out by the end of the 1980s. According to its ally, the PRO, by punishing, isolating 
and transferring prisoners to military detention, the government succeeded in breaking the 
Prisoners Union.134 There were other reasons for its decline. As the leaders were released, it 
was difficult to continue organizing. Resilience can be difficult to maintain in any social 
movement135 and preserving momentum in the face of adversity and struggle is particularly 
challenging, especially among confined populations. In contrast to politically aligned 
prisoners, members and supporters of the Prisoners Union did not have a tradition of political 
activity and organizing capacity outside. Most ordinary prisoners came from working-class, 
urban areas, especially in Dublin, with little tradition of political or civic engagement. In 
contrast to the politically aligned prisoners, they had little, if any, leadership capital.136 
%RVZRUWKDQG&DUUDELQHDUJXHWKDWSULVRQHUVZKRHQJDJHLQUHVLVWDQFH³GUDZXSRQWKHLUOLYHG
experiences outside the prison walls.´137 Members and supporters of the Prisoners Union had 
few resources developed through experience in civil and political organizing to draw upon. 
Prior to the establishment of the PRO and even after its inception, the PU did not have 
financial or organized political support outside, unlike politically aligned prisoners. Another 
reason for its demise was that heroin had begun to permeate the walls of the prisons after 
making its way into the working-class communities of Dublin in the late 1970s and early 
µ80s.138 This created a very different penal environment, which undermined potential 
solidarity among ordinary prisoners.  
 Even after pressing the Prisoners Union into submission, successive governments 
refused to improve conditions for ordinary prisoners. While both prison authorities and 
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government ministers were undoubtedly preoccupied with disturbances in prisons to the 
detriment of penal reform, even when relative calm had descended on the prisons, successive 
governments consistently rejected calls from various quarters for an investigation into the 
penal system. The Prisoners Rights Organisation believed that the lack of information about 
the reality of life inside prison was giving the public a skewed understanding of the 
institution. To try to prize open the closed world of Irish prisons, the PRO repeatedly called 
for the establishment of an official enquiry into the penal system which had never happened 
in the history of the state. In 1979, the Prisoners Rights Organization convened a conference 
under the joint chairmanship of renowned criminologist Louk Hulsman. The subsequent 
Report of the Commission of Enquiry into the Penal System (1982) by Seán MacBride, 
concluded that WKHSULVRQV\VWHPZDV³GHPRUDOLzed and outmoded´139 It called for the 
application of the United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners 
(1955) in the Prison Rules and argued that prisoners should have legal advice available in the 
preparation of internal disciplinary cases. The Commission endorsed a prisoner¶s right to 
form associations and unions, and they should be allowed to exercise their franchise in local 
and national elections. The government was unreceptive towards this Commission and 
refused to participate in its deliberations.140 Ordinary prisoners, their representatives, and 
supporters outside were unwelcome in discussions on improving prison life or on wider 
issues of penal reform.  
 The Prisoners Rights Organisation was not alone in calling on the government to 
investigate and reform the penal system. But even the power and authority of the Catholic 
Church could not sway the government. Since the foundation of the State, the Catholic 
Church had taken a keen interest in influencing social policies, and despite its suite of 
coercive institutions, from reformatory and industrial schools to Magdalene Homes and 
Mother and Baby Homes,141 it took only sporadic interest in prison conditions. Due to the 
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³DODUPLQJFRPSODLQWVLVVXLQJIURPWKHSUisons,´WKH3ULVRQHUV5LJKWVOrganization reminded 
the Catholic Archbishop of Dublin, Dermot Ryan, of his right under the 1947 Prison Rules to 
enter prisons for an unannounced inspection. The PRO expressed frustration at his refusal to 
visit Mountjoy Prison HYHQWKRXJKKH³KDGDVSHFLDOGXW\WRVDWLVI\KLPVHOIRIWKLVGHSULYHG
section of his flock,´DV³QHDUO\DOORIWKHSULVRQHUVZHUHRIWKH&DWKROLFSHUVXDVLRQ´ 142 In 
UHVSRQVHWR3RSH-RKQ3DXO,,¶VYLVLWWRWKH5HSXEOLFRI,UHODQGLQ, where he exhorted 
Catholic Bishops to consider the plight of prisoners, the Council for Social Welfare (CSW), a 
committee of the Irish Catholic Bishops Conference published The Prison System. 143  It made 
VRPHJHQHUDOFRPPHQWVDERXWSULVRQHUV¶ULJKWVZKLFKHFKRHGWKHFRQFHUQVRIWKH3ULVRQHUV
Union and the Prisoners Rights Organization. It criticized the complaints procedure, noting 
that prisoners had little faith in the impartiality of the Visiting Committees. As its members 
were political appointees, prisoners believed this made them ineffectual. If a prisoner was 
³SXWRQUHSRUW´WKHdisciplinary case was heard by the governor and the power dynamic was 
on the side of the officer, as prisoners had no one to assist them in their defense. The CSW 
was critical of the legislation establishing the Office of the Ombudsman which specifically 
excluded prisoners from its remit.144  
 The government belatedly responded to calls for an investigation with the 
appointment of a Committee of Inquiry into the Penal System in 1984 under the chairmanship 
of well-respected retired civil servant T.K. Whitaker. The subsequent report was a wide-
UDQJLQJDFFRXQWRIFRQGLWLRQVLQ,ULVKSULVRQVZKLFKWKH\IRXQGZHUH³RXWGDWHd, gloomy, 
>DQG@GHSUHVVLQJ´145 Many people end up in prison, it argued, because they have acted 
LUUHVSRQVLEO\DQGWKH\WKHQILQGWKHPVHOYHV³VWHHSHGLQDSULVRQFXOWXUHWKDWDOORZVOLWWOH
individual responsibility and yet without such responsibility, rehabilitation and personal 
GHYHORSPHQWDUHLPSRVVLEOH´146 Some recommendations echoed the demands of the 
Prisoners Union and the Prisoners Rights Organization: remission should be increased to one 
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third for all prisoners and there should be a Care Resources Committee to prepare for the 
after-care of prisoners coming towards release. Steps should be taken to increase confidence 
in the Visiting Committees, including changes in the method of appointment and an Inspector 
of Prisons should be appointed. Prisoners should be allowed access to the Ombudsman.147 
Even though this was a government-appointed inquiry, the findings fell on deaf ears. The 
expectation that penal reform would follow this report was not realized. Twenty years later, 
one member of the Whitaker Committee raged WKDW³6LQFHWKHSXEOLFDWLRQRIWKH:KLWDNHU
Report, no lessons had been forgotten ± EHFDXVHQRQHZHUHOHDUQHG>«@7KHQDVQRZSULVRQ
policy is morally bankrupt.´148  
 
Conclusion  
The examination of prisoner protest in this period, and in particular the juxtaposition 
of the protests by politically aligned and ordinary prisoners reveals a number of significant 
features. The reasons for the rise in protest and disturbances in Irish prisons in the 1970s 
differed for ordinary and politically aligned prisoners, although both occurred in the context 
of the political and social conditions outside. The response from successive governments to 
protests by politically aligned prisoners demonstrated a Janus-faced approach: in public they 
denounced their actions and rejected their demands; in private they treated them differently, 
quietly recognizing them as a special category of prisoner. After a period of intense and deep 
conflict, prison authorities used the hierarchical organization of politically aligned prisoners 
to help maintain social order.  
 The Prisoners Union and later, the Prisoners Rights Organisation displayed a concern 
with penal conditions in general, not just for one section of the prison population. Unlike 
politically aligned prisoners, ordinary prisoners had no collective access to prison 
management and the only avenue of redress was through the visiting committees in which 
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they had little confidence. The Prisoners Union and the Prisoners Rights Organization 
complained that governments rejected their right to organize and showed no hesitation in 
belittling their concerns. Without the political or paramilitary support outside, they were 
easier to defeat. The histories of the Prisoners Union and the Prisoners Rights Organization 
have been overshadowed by the story of prisoners campaigning for political status. However, 
in this period ordinary prisoners demonstrated they had a capacity to organize, which had 
rarely been achieved beforehand, and has not been attempted since. Their efforts add to our 
understanding of prisoners, protest movements and penal politics in the Republic of Ireland. 
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